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The Indian Payment

A Menominee Indian Paymeﬁt
in 1838

By Gustave de Neveu

At the beginning of October, 1838, impelled by euriosity, I de-
fermined to attend the payment made to the Menominee, This
tribe resided in the State (then the Territory) of Wisconsin, and
had formerly been powerful and populous, redoubtable among the
neighboring tribes, who for this reasom sought its friendship.
Al the lime of this event, however, it was reduced to less than
2,000 souls, having been decimated both by illnesses {(of which
smallpox was the worst) and by the immoderate use of the strong

1 Translated from the French of Gustave de MNeveu, who was born
{March 11, 1811) at Savigny, France, gon of Frangols Joseph de Newveu,
Ingt knight of the royal and military order of Bt. Louis. Gustave
wae for eleven years atl the military school of La Flache, Jearning the
army life for which he was destined—the calllng of his ancestors for
generations. Leaving there he gtudied law, then devoted himpelf
awhile to art. His longing to come to America overpowered him, and
in 1836 he wisited this country with his only brother, Edward, who
afterwards became commander of the French army In Algerla. After
a winter at Batavia, New York, the two brotherg returned to France,
whence Gustave came back the followlng year to remaln in America.
He bought in 1338 several hundred acres of land in the present town-
ship of Emplre, Fond du Lac County, and built there the fifth howae
in the locality.

He was married Jan. 4, 1840, to Harrfet P, Dousman of Green Bay,
by whom he had eleven children—five song and six daughters. BM. de
NWeven died Dec. 27, 1881, while on & visit to Vancouver, Wash. He
was 8 keen student and lover of opature, 1ving quietly on his farm,
and writlng much; few of hls manuseripts have heen preserved. This
makes all the more valuable the following word picture of hia first
experience with Weatern Indians, The French manuscript thereof was
presented to the Society by his daughter, Miss Emily B. de Neveu.—HRp.
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liquors which iraders had brought among them. The fatal
smallpox, spreading from the white people, had the preceding
vear cut off nearly half of the tribe,

The Menominee formerly oceupied the grealer part of the re-
gion which now comprises the state of Wisconsin,  Their terri-
tory had an extent of about seventy leagues norih and south,
by fifty or sixty from cast to west. It comprised all the land
drained by the Fox, Wolf, and Menominee rivers, which all pour
their waters into the Green Bay arm of Lake Michigan.,

The Menominee had, the preceding year, ceded to the govern-
ment of the United States for an annmity of 150,000 franeg
($30,000% for thirty years, all that portion of their domain ex-
tending east from Wolf River, comprising several millions of
acres of fertile land, of which one part, on the bhorder of the river,
was covered with vast pine forests of great value. Wolf River is
navigable for steamboats for nearly a hundred miles above 1ts
junetion with the Fox,

Thae payment toolt place that year, for the first time, on the
reservation the savages had kept for themselves, that is to say on
the west bank of Wolf River, at a place called Wahnekoné,® where
a great number of persons were drawn, some by enriogity, but
the greater part by hope of gain,

A Yoyage on the Fox

IMaving left Green Tay in a bark eanoe, with two friends and
four Indian boatmen, we ascended Fox River, whose eourse is
obztrueted by considerable rapids, which obliged ns to disembark
from time to time; while the boatmen, leaping inte the water up
to their waists, pushed their frail skiff before them, until the
rapid was passed, At one time, at the Grand Chute (where iz
now Appleton), they were foreed to unload all our baggage and
to carry the canoe om their shoulders, and then returning, to
carry our packages in the same way.

The Grand Chute, whieh the Indians in their langpage eall
Matcho-eo-nomé, is abont six feet perpendieular, and is eansed
by a barrage of rock which extends across the river, It is, how-
ever, & place that the cances leap in deseending the stream; when

¢ Mear the site of the present town of Winneconne, Winnebago
County.—En.
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1 went back to Green Day, ten days later, I jumped it without
accident, although against the representations of my Indian boat-
men. However, it was an adventure which I should not care to
repeat.  For five or six minutes, which neverthless seemed long
1o me, we passed with the rapidity of an arrow within one or two
feet of black-erested rocks, against which the water dashed with
fury, If our frail eraft of birchbark had touched these rocls,
we should have foundered in a moment, and must inevitably hava
perished. The deftness, intrepidity, and presence of mind on
the part of the Indians, in this dangerons place, are beyond all
praize, T must admit, however, that during tha brief passape,
T eould nol but recall these lines of Horaee:

“TIi robur et aes triplex

Cirea pectus erat, qui fragilem traci

Commisit pelazo ratem

Primusg.*'

The digtanes of Lake Winnebago from Green Bay, is about
thirty-gix miles by the river. Tn that distance the latter de.
seends about a hundred and sixty feet. That portion of Fox
River iz ideally situated for those interested in water-power. 1
doubt if even Genesee River, in the state of New York, which has
a great reputation in Ameriea, is equal to the Fox in this regard.

The second day of our jenrney we camped on the borders of
charming Lake Winnebago; and the following one, about three
o'clock in the afterncon, we arrived at the place where the pay-
ment was to take place,  Our Indians there set up our tent.

Wigwam building

Many of the savages had already arrived, and at each moment
new ecanoe-loads increased the number. As soon as they dis-
embarked, their first care was to po and cnt long flexible poles,
which they planted in the ground in a ecireular form. These
they hent at the height of five or six feet, and fastened them to-
gether above, two by two, leaving at the top an orifice about three
feet in diameter for the smoke to pass out. Then they fastened
their mats all around on these poles, with bark cords, saving only
one narrow passage between two poles, where one of the mats, fas-
tened at its upper edge alone, performed the office of a door

[11] [155]
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Twao forked sticks stuek in the ground held up the eross-bar which
was to support the kettle, The fire was lighted, the bagpage
placed around within the eabin, and in less time than it takes to
write this, their house was constructed, and behold, our Indians
wera af home! ;

It is really incredible with what rapidity the savages set up
their wigwams. Their habits are sneh that they make no move-
ment that does not advanes the work. Onee they have their
poles, ten minutes is enough to complete a strocture, which will
sometimes lodge them all winter.  Anywhere that he finds wood
and water, an Indian 18 at home. The mats which eover thess
cabing, as well as form their beds, ave made of rushes fastened
together with cords of basswood bark., These they roll up and
take with them whenever they change their domieile.

It shonld be said, however, that these cabing that they erect
as f shelter from rain and wind, are extremely disagreeable be-
canze of the smoke that hlinds and chokes their tenants.  But the
Indians are so habitnated to this diseomfort, that they never seem
to pay the least attention to it

The Council

Towards evening Colonel Boyd, government agent for the Me-
nomines? and in charge of the distribution of their money, ar-
vived with thirty boxes, each containing 5,000 francs ($1,000)
in small coin, A large board house had been built for his recep-
tion, and for holding the couneil.

The next morning the chiefs of the tribe were summoned there.
But already the rapacious trafficlers had sold whiskey to the sav-
ages, taking in pledge their guns, blankets, and other posses-
gions, in order to make sure of their pay as soon as the Indians
received their money; and the larger portion of them were al-
ready drunl, It was necessary, therefore, {o postpone the eoun-
eil to the following day,

In the meanwhile, there arrived a detachment of fifty soldiers,
under the eommand of a lieutenant. Colonel Boyd had a rigor-
ous search made in all the tents, and wherever he found whiskey

& A4 hiographical sketch of Col. George Boyd may be fonnd in Wis.
Higt, Colls,, xii, pp. 2366-26d. He was Indian agent at Green Bay for
the years 183240 —En.
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or any other spiritnous liguor, it was poured out upoen the
ground, Ewvery savage was forbidden to eross the river to the
drinking boeoths, and seniinels were posted along the banlk.
These measures had the desired effect.  The next day, the sav-
ages having meanwhile abstained from drink, the council was
held. Fach ehief came and made an enumeration of the families
composing his band, and the number in each family; their names
were then written npon the remisters,

That day I made Colonel Boyd’s acquaintance, e must have
Been at that time about sixty-five, but still active and vigorous,
and with very agreeable manners.  He had travelled extensively,
had visited a part of Franee, and spoke our language quite well,
The post of Indian agent which he oecupied, is not without ita
danmers.  The preceding year, the payment being made without
the presence of any military foree, the savages wished to compel
their arent to malke the distribution of funds on a different basis
from that for whieh he had reeeived instruetions from Washing.-
ton.  He refused their demand and the payment took place ae-
vording to the agent’s idess. The savages, of whom the most part
werg then dronlk, rushed to hiz tent with the intention of killing
him, whereupon the good colonel, throngh lack of ability to resist,
was foreed to escape as best he might, and gained the woods,  For
fear of being discovered by his ferocions enemies, he was obliged
to elimb a {ree and pass therein the greater part of the night.
This year, thanks to the presence of troops, all took place in
an orderly manner until after the departnre of the agent and his
escort.,

Chasing beeves

At midday om the same day as the council, it was an-
nouneed to the savages that twenty fat beeves, which had been
brought from Green Bay as part of their provisions, had arrived
on the opposite bank of the river, This news produced the most
lively excitement in camp, To run to their cabins, to seize their
earbines, powder, and balls, to launch themselves in their eanoes,
was an affair of a moment. In a few minutes the river, half-a-
mila wide, was coversd with more than two hundred canoces,
rivaling each other in swiftness, propelled by skillful carsman in
the midst of cries of jov. It was truly an animated and inter-
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esting spectacle to see so much movement and life in a place ordi-
narily dominated by the wild and silent majesty of nature.

The whites, soldiers, women and children, alone remained in
eamp, but all came forth from their tents to be witnesses of the
seene presented on the opposgite bank., Some of the white men
had even joined the savages, to enjoy their part in this new spe-
vies of chase, As zoon as they arrived, they changed their pad-
dlog for earbines, and mounted the bank at a run withont dis-
eontinuing their cries.

The twenty beeves, which were in the eentre of a field of about
two hundred aeres (cleared the previons summer by savages who
had there eultivated maize), frightened by the eries and the ap-
pearance of the savages, eommenced o seatter in all directions,
each pursned by several men, and for more than a quarier of an
hour shots from the puns sneceeded one another without interrup-
tion, resembling the noise of a volley on a field of battle.  About
fifteen beeves were slain before they reached the neighboring
woods; two or three were pursued and killed in the forest, and
two, each wounded with more than tem bullets, escaped their per-
seentors and fled back to Green Bay. -

Tt was strange that no accident ocenrred. From my stand-
point, secing the eonfusion of the beasts and the men in pursuit
firing in all directions, apparently without troubling themselves
where their ballets flew, it seemed uiterly incomprehensible that
no one was hurt,  Several, they told me, heard the bullets whistle
by their ears in a fashion little agreeable, and one savage had his
blanket shot throwsh.

As soon as an ox fell, ten or twelve savages eut its throat, and
set themselves at the task of taking off the skin, Sueh was their
experience, aequired in hunting deer, bear, and buffalo, that the
animal was earved and divided in a few minutes; and let it be
said, the distribution was made with a justice and equity that
would have taken much more time among eivilized people.

By two o’cloek the Indians had all returned to the camp. At
three in the afternoon oecnrred the distribution of the other pro-
vigions furnished by the government according to the terms of
the treaty—mnamely, about two hundred barrels of flour, one
hundred of salt pork, twenty-five of salt, two hundred hectolitreg
of maize, and a thousand kiloprammes of tobaceo., This last was

[158]



The Indian Payment

of a detestable quality, if not entirely unusable by delicate per-
sons; but the Indians did not examine it very closely. This dis-
tribution also took place very promptly, each chief of a band tak-
ing the cighth of each article, and subdividing it among all the
families of his tribs in such manner that each appeared to me
to De satisfied with his portion, Taken all together, I believe
there was enough 1o support each family for about three months,
But the savages, having little liking for salt meat, almost imme-
diately exehanged with the traders their pork for merchandise,
of which there were great quantities at hand. The salt was like-
wise almost all sold ; but those savages who possessed horses care-
fully kept their share.

The Dance

As goon as night fell, five savages (thres men and two boyvs)
went through the eamp, stopping before the tents of the whites
to danee. Two of the men carried a gun apiece, to which they
had fastened sticks in the gunise of a bayonet. The third had a
tomahawlk, a kind of small axe which they use in war, and whose
hend is formed into a pipe. The handle i3 perforated, and they
uze this instrument to smoke kinnikinniek—the bark of the red
willow, which, when they cannot proeure the tobaceo of ecom-
merce, serves as i substitute therefor. The boys held in their
hands, one a tomahawk and a pike, the other a simple trough of
red willow, whose bark had enrled up here and there. Two other
savages accompanied them with a kind of tambourine of Indian
manufacture, They were all in the finest of savage costames—
that is to say, entirely nnde, except for the breecheloth; their
bodies and their faces were tattooed and streaked with all imag-
inable eolors, and in the most hizarre patterns.

Their danee consisted simply in leaping around in & manner
quite inelezant, keeping time with the tambourines. At the same
time they sang, and made all kinds of hideous contortions; and
at the end of each refrain, which oceurred about every two min-
utes, they uttered great ervies of joy.

Thus ended the day. Towards ten o'elock at night, profound
ealm reigned in camp. American sentinels and the savape dogs
alone remained awake. These latter, however, had no idea of
giving an alarm. With fartive step and watehful eve, these vils
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animals, which seamed both in appearances and habits a eross
between a wolf and a fox, as soon as general silence gave assur-
anes that all this little world was asleep, began their operations—
with all the stillness and address for which the works of Fenni-
more Cooper have made their masters so celebrated. Sniffing
and gliding nnder all the tents, with an address and audaeity
unheard of, they plunged everywhere into the provision baskets;
and woe to the poor white men who had not talen the precaution
fo place their provisions beyond their reach!

As for us, we gol off with the loss of an exeellent cooked ham,
seareely tonehed, and seven or eight pounds of cheese. We con-
gidered ourselves fortunate to eseape so ensily,  As for the sav-
ages, they are so acenstomed 1o the habits of their dogs, that they
rarely leave anything within their reaeh,

The Payment

Thae next day { Wednesday ), abount half-pazst eight in the morn-
ing, eriers went about the camp, annonneing that the apent was
ready to pay the savages.  The entire nation assembled in eight
bands, who were to come forward one after the other, in order to
avold confusion. The money was all eounted and laid out in
piles of $10 (50 franes), on large tables. The head of each
family, being ealled with a loud voiee, entered and received one
of these pileg for himself, another for his wife, and one for sach
of his unmarried children, Some, with numerons families,
received as much as $100.  This done, the secrotary of the agent
presented his pen, which they touched with the end of their fin-
gers. This was their manner of signing, since they did not know
how to write, and each of this new kind of receipt was certified
on the lists. A few half-breeds, who kmew how to write, sipned
for themaelves.  This eeremony, quite monotonous in procedure,
comtinned nntil all the savages wers paid,

There still remained twelve or fifteen hundred dollars. The
chiefs of the nation, to the number of ten v twelve, who had al-
ready received their pay like the others, were then recalled to the
council chamber, and the regidue was distributed among them—
the prineipal chief, Oshkogh, receiving double what the others
did.

During all this payment, the traders, lists in hand, watehed at
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the door for the exit of the savages, in order to secure their
eredite.  The poor devils had hardly drawn their money with
aone hand, when they were obliged with the other to give the
greater part of it to those rapacions and insatiable men—veri-
table vampires that attach to them like leeches, Some Indians
cseaped among the erowd, followed by their' avid persecutors,
who often abandoned the pursuit for fear of meanwhile losing
gome other enstomer.  Then one heard among. the crowd preat
eries of joy, and that kind of chase had indeed its amusing side.
All, however, took place without a quarrel and with the best na-
ture in the world ; for the savages, having abstained from liquor,
were naturally peaceable and addicted to langhter, [f they had
been drunk, the chase would probably have ended differently;
the actors would then have exchanged roles, and the hunted,
knife in hand, would have quickly become the hunters,

The traders had previously obtained a written permit from the
agent, authorizing them to sell, on the sole condition of not mark-
aling spirituous liguors. Their booths were visited during the
day by the savares, who hought guns, kettles, knives, cloth, parti-
eolored bead eollars, powder and lead, blankets, calicoes, rings
and carrings, and other ohjects for which they paid partly in
peltries but chiefly in monay. This traffic was prolonged into
the night. However, the greater part of the savages earsfully
reserved a part of their money for another purpose.

An 'Drg}r

The following day, about ten in the morning, the agent de-
parted, accompanied by his escort of soldiers, who all embarked
in their bateaux in the midst of profound silence. Searcely wers
they out of sight, when eries of intelligence were heard from one
bank to the other, Five or six bateaux shot ont from the op-
posite shore and eame to disgorge, in the midst of the camp, their
vargoes of poisonons liguids for which the Tndians have so ardent
a thirst.

An hour later, one heard from one end of the eamp to the
other, a heavy sound like that which precedes the tempest. By
sunset the storm had burst, There was then nothing but a fear-
ful tumult of hoarse cries, savage howls—in faet, an infernal
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uproar, such as can only be produced by an entire tribe plunged
into drunkenness.  Then, the eamp presented a seene of eonfu-
sion and disorder difficnlt to deseribe.  Tet the reader picture to
himself the men of an entire nation, with almost no exception, in-
dulging in a profound orgy, staggering, singing, shouting, fight-
ing one another, smoking, or lying in the dust; the women fol-
lowing, or at the most presenting the same spectacle: the maid-
ens, running through the camp and inviting the whites, by ges-
tures and speech, to partalke of their favors. You esn even then
have only a very feehle idea of what passed under my ovos,

Then it was that T was able {o see 10 what depths of baseness,
and to what disgusting ideas the Indian nature could descend.
But one must afford grace to the reader.  Such scenes as this are
too revolting i be described. Tet it suffice to say that all the
virea of the seum of the population of a great eity had here their
presentiments exeept one—1ihat of swearing; but this is surely
dne to the lack of such expressions in their langnage, for as soon
29 they Imow a few words of English, they commence very ener-
getically to articulate the *'goddams.”

It is needless to say, that I sought in vain, that horrid night,
for repose.  Sleep in such a hell, was impossible.  And how shall
I deszeribe the seene that unrolled itself under my eyes, when
daylight eame! Never has a more beantiful sunrize revealed a
more shocking sight.  The ground was literally strewn with men
and women plunged in eomplete intoxication.

& * L L #® & * [ ]

I eould almost have wept at the state of degradation to which
the white man had reduced the poor Indians, whose nature is so
noble and so generons, when it has not been polluted by his per-
nicions whiskey,

Two human beings lost their lives in the midst of these orgies.
The one (poor innoeent!) was a small child, who was stifled un-
der its brotalized parents; the other, a woman whose tender
gpouse had with his teeth torn off her nose to its roots.  As to the
onts with knives, and heads eot open with blows of bottles, T
eould eount a dozen of them; these were events so common, that
no one appeared to notice them, Suoch little diffienlties they
regulate among themselves when they return fo their senses.
The priee of such trifles has been by eustom adjusted among them
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from time immemorial; so much for a nose bitten off, =0 mueh
for an eye, so mueh for an ear. The eustomary price having
been paid, our savapes beecome agsin the best friends in the
world,  All this has its amusing side, but what can a philan-
thropist say ?

1 hastened to depart. T had wished to satis{ly my euriosity,
and had done so ecompletely. T returned to Green Bay, as 1 had
come, by water, descending Wolf River, Lake Winnebago, and
I'ox River in half the time it had taken to asecend.

That which we have recounted would seem to impute some
blame to the American government for allowing such abuses; we
hasten to proclaim to its honor, thalt none should be attached
thereto.  The strictest measures are adopted in entire good faith
to hinder the sale of alegholie liguors to the Indians, and those
who are caughl doing so are severely punished. But at the time
that such scenes as we have deseribed took place, the country now
envered with industrions agrieulturists, elearing off the forests,
snd redeeming the prairie soil was a wilderness. The rivers
on whose banks are now cities visited daily by steamboats, then
flowed through a couniry which had for inhabitants only the
Indians themselves, who ranged the forests in pursnit of game,
or glided over the river searching for fish, or the numerous
aquatie birds, such as the duek or wild geese with which they
were covered, and which still abound in those places.

On the borders of these rivers dwelt here and there eertain
traders, for the most part deseendants of the French, or rather
of the Canadians, who by their habits and allianees approached
more nearly to the Indians than the whites. They found it
easier to obtain their livelihood by trading with the Indians than
by eultivating the fertile lands on which they were established.
It was they, who for the sake of the enormons profit made on
strong drink, furnished to the poor dupes that for which they
have zo powerful a passion. The government has never been
able to gtop the traffie of this kind, which oeeurs in places thuos
inhabited.

American policy, on the contrary, which is perseveringly fol-
lowed, buys, it is true, of the savapges a great part of their lands
in order {o open them to agriculture, and to reclaim them for
civilizatiom ; but at the same time it founds schools to educate the
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voung Indians. Tn these schools ave tanght reading, writing,
clementary mathematies, geography, and history. The govern-
ment provides for the savages oxen, plows, agrieultural tools, and
utensils; it sends them agrieulturists to establish model farms
amoeng them, and to teach them the art of obtaining their living
by the ealtivation of the lands reserved for their use. These
lands are to be divided equally among all the members of the
tribe ng soon ag they are sufficiently civilized to appreciate their
value. Finally, when by time and example they have forgotten
their savage enstoms and learned the English langnage and the
principles of republican government, they are admitted within
the pale of the republie itself. Several Indian tribes are thnos
being redecmed, and the deseendants of these ferocious cannibals
are today peaceful and intelligent agrienlturists.
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